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Abstract
Research on intimate partner violence and victimization (IPV) is widespread across
disciplines. To date, the majority of research underscores the importance of individual-level
factors to explain IPV, thereby neglecting the significance of macro-level elements.
Nevertheless, research suggests that the characteristics of the neighborhood where an individual
lives are important for fully understanding IPV. This review focuses on the effects of
neighborhoods and macro-level context on violence between intimate partners, specifically
identifying empirical studies that have examined contextual predictors of IPV utilizing the major
tenets of social disorganization theory. We note consistencies and differences across research
results and describe study features that may influence the patterns of these findings. Finally, we
provide both theoretical and methodological recommendations for future research.

Keywords: intimate partner violence; domestic violence; social disorganization theory;
neighborhoods; disadvantage; collective efficacy; social ties; culture
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In the past few decades, the number of research studies on intimate partner violence
(IPV) has dramatically increased across disciplines. Scholars have identified various forms of
IPV (e.g., common couple versus patriarchal/intimate terrorism, Johnson, 1995), examined the
consequences of it, and devised treatments (e.g., Pence & Paymar, 1993) to address this issue.
However, the majority of research to date highlights the use of individual-level factors, such as
age, race, gender, and substance use to explain IPV, and has largely ignored the significance of
macro-level elements. Those studies which have taken contextual effects into account have
chiefly been based in social disorganization theory (Shaw & McKay, 1942), which stipulates that
neighborhood characteristics can influence individual-level behaviors such as violence and
crime. In fact, studies grounded in social disorganization theory have demonstrated that macrolevel factors do impact forms of violence and victimization, as neighborhood conditions have
been linked to various outcomes including personal (Hipp et al., 2009) and property crime (Xie
& McDowall, 2008), as well as victimization (Lauritsen, 2001). Evidence to date suggests that
this theory is also applicable to understanding IPV (Benson et al., 2003; Browning, 2002; Wright
& Benson, 2010, 2011). However, it is unclear which contextual factors are most relevant to
IPV, since there has been no comprehensive review of neighborhood/macro-level factors
regarding their impact on this outcome. We attempt to address this limitation by examining the
contextual predictors of IPV derived from the core concepts of social disorganization theory, and
assessing the theoretical and empirical relationship between macro-level features and partner
violence. We also provide theoretical and methodological guidance for future research.
Social disorganization theory
Social disorganization theory (Shaw & McKay, 1942) provides a foundation to examine
the contextual predictors of IPV. It highlights crime in a community context and suggests that
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contextual factors influence criminological outcomes such as violent crime (Hipp et al., 2009),
property crime (Xie & McDowall, 2008), delinquency (Bernburg & Thorlindsson, 2007),
recidivism (Kubrin & Stewart, 2006), and some forms of victimization (Lauritsen, 2001). Of
central importance to social disorganization theory are structural economic indicators and
neighborhood compositional factors related to low economic status and concentrated
disadvantage, ethnic heterogeneity, and residential instability (Sampson & Groves, 1989;
Sampson et al., 1997; Sampson & Wilson, 1995; Shaw & McKay, 1942). The theory posits that
neighborhoods1 characterized by high levels of disadvantage, ethnic heterogeneity, and
residential instability are likely to have higher crime rates because of their reduced capacity to
exert formal and informal social control. Shaw and McKay (1942) hypothesized that
neighborhood racial heterogeneity and economic class were highly related because ethnic
minorities were more likely to live in disadvantaged neighborhoods because they were less
expensive and undesirable. Subsequently, the concentration of ethnic diversity in low economic
neighborhoods was thought to hamper communication between residents and inhibit the
formation of social ties (Kornhauser, 1978), thus reducing the mechanisms of informal social
control within the neighborhood. Residential instability was originally expected to be positively
associated with crime, with the capacity of social organizations and institutions to provide social
control over residents’ behavior decreasing as the number of invested residents moved out of the
area and the number of strangers in the area increased (Bursik & Webb, 1982; Byrne &
Sampson, 1986).
Recent re-formulations (Bellair, 1997; Browning et al., 2004; Pattillo, 1998; Sampson &
Groves, 1989; Sampson et al., 1997; Sampson & Wilson, 1995; Warner & Rountree, 1997) of the

1

Geographic areas or entities such as neighborhoods, census tracks, neighborhood blocks, and so forth, will be
referred to interchangeably with “neighborhoods” throughout this review.
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theory emphasize social processes between neighborhood residents that may influence the
association between structural factors and crime. The most notable of these are collective
efficacy, social ties, and cultural norms. Collective efficacy refers to the degree of social
cohesion among neighborhood residents and their willingness to intervene on behalf of the
common good of the community (Sampson et al., 1997). It is hypothesized to mediate the
relationship between structural disadvantage and crime, so that where residents are willing to
take collective action on behalf of the greater good of their community, neighborhood crime
rates will be lower, regardless of the economic conditions (e.g., high disadvantage, residential
instability) of the area in which they live.
While collective efficacy refers to shared expectations among neighbors, social ties
reflect personal connections among neighbors. Social ties include local friendship networks,
recreational activities between neighbors, and attendance at voluntary local community functions
(Bellair, 1997; Sampson & Groves, 1989; Warner & Rountree, 1997). Theoretically, social ties
should mediate the relationship between structural factors and crime by increasing residents’
capacity to effectively exert social control over other individuals, presumably through
communication and supervision (Bellair, 1997; Bursik, 1988; Bursik & Grasmick, 1993; Kasarda
& Janowitz, 1974; Kornhauser, 1978). Social ties may also help to transmit cultural values which
approve or disapprove of violence between residents in a given community (Warner, 2003).
Cultural norms reflect a common set of rules and values that govern a community (Sampson &
Wilson, 1995). These beliefs may either increase or decrease the acceptance of crime within
neighborhoods, and may thus also mediate the influence of disadvantage, ethnic heterogeneity,
and residential instability on crime. Empirical evidence suggests that culture in neighborhoods
can stem from social cultural isolation (Wilson, 1987), whereby residents living in extremely
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disadvantaged neighborhoods have limited contact with others from mainstream society, thus
weakening community-level opposition to criminality (Sampson & Wilson, 1995).
Studies examining these processes have largely focused on “street” crimes such as
burglary, robbery, and stranger assaults (Bellair, 1997; Kubrin & Weitzer, 2003; Mazerolle et al.,
2010; Sampson et al., 1997; Warner, 2003). However, evidence since the late 1990s has
demonstrated that the tenants of social disorganization may also apply to forms of interpersonal
violence and victimization, most notably, IPV. Some scholars have suggested that some
contextual variables may not impact partner violence because it occurs “behind closed doors”
and is therefore less susceptible to the mechanisms of control that are stipulated by social
disorganization theory (Sampson & Raudenbush, 1999). Others, however, have suggested that
the macro-level characteristics noted above might impact violence between partners, and have
put forth various mechanisms linking them. For instance, it has been stipulated that higher levels
of disadvantage may hinder the formation and breadth of social ties between residents (see
Kornhauser, 1978; Shaw & McKay, 1942), perhaps leaving victims more vulnerable to violence
from their partners (e.g., Stets, 1991). It may also intensify stress among couples (e.g., Ross &
Mirowsky, 2009), which may increase the likelihood of violence erupting within the partnership
(Wright & Benson, 2011). Moreover, disadvantage may lead to increasing views of cynicism
(Sampson & Bartusch, 1998) of the justice system, decreasing the likelihood that women in
violent relationships will seek help from police or service shelters (Plass, 1993). Similarly, it
may facilitate alienation (Anderson, 1999) and foster social isolation among residents, thus
inhibiting the transmission of mainstream values that disapprove of violence within relationships
(see Warner, 2003; Wilson, 1987; Wright & Benson, 2011).
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Independent from the effect of disadvantage, social processes have also been theorized to
impact IPV. Scholars have suggested that collective efficacy may increase the likelihood that
residents will intervene on violent couples in an attempt to stop the violence (Browning, 2002;
Wright, 2011; Wright & Benson, 2011). It may also increase help-seeking behaviors among
victims of IPV (see Browning, 2002) or increase other forms of social control, such as gossip or
ridicule, that might deter partner violence (see Wright & Benson, 2011). Neighborhood social
ties have been theorized to inhibit partner violence by increasing surveillance between neighbors,
thus increasing the likelihood that the violence will be recognized and become known among
neighbors (Wright & Benson, 2011). As violence becomes recognized in the neighborhood,
higher levels of collective efficacy might ensure that the residents then act to stop the violence.
Social ties with others also provide victims avenues for help in leaving abusive relationships
(e.g., help securing emotional, physical, or financial assistance) (Van Wyk et al., 2003; Wright,
2011; Wright & Benson, 2010) or they might increase the amount of social control exercised on
violent couples (e.g., if friends shame the perpetrator of violent behavior, (see Van Wyk et al.,
2003).
Finally, since social ties can also facilitate the diffusion of cultural norms and beliefs
among residents, they may transmit attitudes which disapprove of IPV, while a lack of social ties
might contribute to a withering away of mainstream values (such as disapproval of violence
within relationships) among residents (Kornhauser, 1978; Warner, 2003). That is, while
mainstream society generally does not condone violence in relationships, socially isolated
residents in areas of concentrated disadvantage may be less exposed to individuals who hold
these values and therefore may be less likely to adopt such beliefs (Wilson, 1987). Concentrated
disadvantage and social isolation, then, may result in cognitive landscapes (Sampson & Wilson,
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1995) which tolerate violence generally (Sampson & Bartusch, 1998) and violence against
women specifically (Wright & Benson, 2010, 2011). In all of the ways outlined here, violence
between partners may be influenced by the neighborhood conditions in which the couple lives;
social disorganization theory provides reasonable theoretical linkages between these
neighborhood mechanisms and partner violence. The purpose of this review is to “take stock” of
the studies which have examined the contextual predictors of IPV utilizing concepts central to
the social disorganization approach.
(Key Research Findings About Here)

Method
Only studies that evaluated the contextual effects on IPV using concepts at the core of
social disorganization theory were included in this review.2 To systematically identify studies,
we searched the Social Science Citation Index for the terms intimate partner violence, spouse
abuse, or domestic violence combined with the following terms or combination of terms: social
disorganization theory, disadvantage, neighborhood, collective efficacy, social ties, culture, and
context.3 Over 100 studies were found using these search terms, however, a majority of these
were individual-level inquiries that focused on, for example, individual- or family-level
disadvantage. Others focused on other forms of interpersonal violence, such as adolescent dating
violence, child abuse, and maltreatment. After identifying studies related to the contextual effects
of IPV, we examined the reference lists of these articles to generate more publications that may
have eluded the terms used in our original search. Once a potential study was identified, a

2

The majority of studies examining macro-level influences on IPV have been grounded in social disorganization
theory – we found only two studies that were grounded in another theory, such as routine activities theory.
3
Despite these precautions, this literature review may still be limited since additional articles may have eluded the
search terms used in the Social Science Citation Index.
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preliminary screening of it was made on the basis of the title, abstract, analyses, and any other
available information. Only studies appearing in peer-reviewed journals that evaluated the
contextual predictors of adult IPV were included, as these studies uniformly provide the highest
level of rigor due to the nature of the peer review process. Therefore, studies assessing only the
individual-level correlates of IPV (e.g., age, race, substance use) were excluded, as were book
excerpts, unpublished manuscripts, technical reports, and reports to granting agencies. Studies
examining adult lethal and non-lethal forms of IPV as well as male- or female-perpetrated IPV
were included in this review.4 Both authors were involved in interpreting the relevance of the
original articles for this review, and there was a high degree of consensus for the appropriateness
of the articles ultimately included here. Tables 1 and 2 provide an overview of the studies that
met these criteria. We discuss the findings of our review below.

Results
Concentrated disadvantage
For our purposes, we rely on Wilson’s (1987) conceptualization of concentrated
disadvantage as characteristic of high-crime, inner-city neighborhoods where poor, single-parent
families and jobless minorities are concentrated and from where it is difficult to economically
leave. Of all the social disorganization measures, concentrated disadvantage, or a variation of
disadvantage, has been the most widely used measure, with 23 studies on IPV examining some
form of it (see Table 1).5 Concentrated disadvantage, however, has not been uniformly measured

4

Adolescent dating violence was not considered intimate partner violence and therefore was excluded from this
review.
5
In many cases, the authors of the articles we have included in this review did not refer to their measures
specifically as “concentrated disadvantage,” “collective efficacy,” “social ties,” or “cultural norms.” While we have
classified these measures under our constructs of interest, we provide the names of the original measures as
specified by the authors in italics in Tables 1 and 2.
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across studies, as some utilize measurements of poverty (Caetano et al., 2010; Cunradi et al.,
2000; Pearlman et al., 2003) and others use varying scales of disadvantaged conditions (e.g.,
social or physical disorder) to capture the construct. For example, some researchers have
operationalized disadvantage as the percentage of neighborhood residents that are African
American, living below the poverty line, receiving public assistance, unemployed, under the age
of 18, and living under female headed households (Browning, 2002; Wright & Benson, 2010,
2011), while other researchers have excluded the percentage of youth residents and/or substituted
the percentage of single parent households, allowing for a broader distinction of family
disintegration (Benson et al., 2003; Fox & Benson, 2006; Lauritsen & White, 2001; Li et al.,
2010). Additional measures that have been incorporated into the overall operationalization of
disadvantage have included the percentage of high school drop outs (Miles-Doan, 1998;
Wooldredge & Thistlethwaite, 2003; Wu, 2009), the percentage of the population ages 18 and
older with no college experience (DeMaris et al., 2003), and racial heterogeneity (Van Wyk et
al., 2003). Still other researchers have measured concentrated disadvantage as physical disorder
(Frye et al., 2008).
Regardless of the measurement of disadvantage, the majority of research in this area has
found a positive relationship between disadvantage and partner violence (Benson et al., 2003;
Benson et al., 2004; Cunradi et al., 2000; DeMaris et al., 2003; Diem & Pizarro, 2010; Fox &
Benson, 2006; Lauritsen & White, 2001; Miles-Doan, 1998; O'Campo et al., 1995; Pearlman et
al., 2003; Van Wyk et al., 2003; Wooldredge & Thistlethwaite, 2003; Wright & Benson, 2010,
2011; Wu, 2009), suggesting that the more disadvantaged a neighborhood is, the greater
likelihood that IPV occurs within it. Miles-Doan’s (1998) seminal research was one of the first
aggregate-level studies to examine IPV in neighborhood context. Utilizing data from Duval
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County, Florida and the 1990 United States Census to explore the effect of neighborhood
contextual factors on the incidence of IPV within an area, she reported that IPV was six times
higher in areas characterized by disadvantaged conditions, net of other structural factors, than
neighborhoods not plagued by these conditions. The impact of disadvantage on IPV has held
across various types of samples, including African American males (Cunradi et al., 2000),
African American and Caucasian females (Cunradi et al., 2000), individuals living in urban areas
(Browning, 2002; O'Campo et al., 1995; Wright & Benson, 2010, 2011) and among national
samples of the general population (Benson et al., 2003; Benson et al., 2004; DeMaris et al., 2003;
Fox & Benson, 2006; Lauritsen & White, 2001; Van Wyk et al., 2003).
The association between disadvantage and violence between partners is so robust that
there appears to be a general consensus to, at the minimum, control for concentrated
disadvantage when examining IPV. In fact, many studies found that structural disadvantage
continued to maintain a direct relationship with partner violence regardless of the other macro- or
micro-level variables also examined. For example, Wright and Benson (2010) reported that
concentrated disadvantage was significantly predictive of IPV despite considering neighborhood
social ties and cultural norms simultaneously. Benson and colleagues (2003) also found that
neighborhood disadvantage continued to impact rates of IPV among women even after
individual-level predictors such as prior violence, substance use, and other relevant demographic
characteristics were included.
While there appears to be a consistent positive relationship between indicators of
concentrated disadvantage and partner violence, there may be a few caveats to this relationship.
First, the effect of concentrated disadvantage may depend in part on the type of IPV examined,
specifically non-lethal or lethal partner violence. In six studies of intimate partner homicide
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(Browning, 2002; DeJong et al., 2011; Diem & Pizarro, 2010; Frye et al., 2008; Frye & Wilt,
2001; Wu, 2009), three reported that disadvantage remained a significant factor in predicting
lethal IPV after controlling for other structural and individual-level variables (Diem & Pizarro,
2010; Frye & Wilt, 2001; Wu, 2009). Wu (2009) examined various structural factors (e.g.,
percentage of divorced adults, median household income) and reported that even when
controlling for other aggregate level factors, disadvantage (referred to as social deprivation)
significantly predicted non-Asian homicide. Diem and Pizarro (2010) only controlled for one
other structural factor, social disorganization (an index comprised of three macro-level
variables), yet found that economic deprivation was significantly and positively associated with
the rate of intimate partner homicide. Frye and Wilt (2001) noted a significant effect of one of
their measures of disadvantage (socioeconomic status index), but not the other (social
disorganization index). Their operationalization of the social disorganization index, however,
also included the percentage of housing units that were vacant – a measure that may tap into the
construct of residential instability – and so it is plausible that measurement might be guiding the
null finding. Nevertheless, the remaining three studies (Browning, 2002; DeJong et al., 2011;
Frye et al., 2008) also reported non-significant associations between disadvantage and lethal
IPV.
Second, the effect of concentrated disadvantage on IPV may be contingent upon the other
individual- and neighborhood-level variables included in statistical models. For example,
Browning (2002) found that higher neighborhood disadvantage was associated with an increased
likelihood of lethal IPV, but once collective efficacy was included into the same model, the
relationship between concentrated disadvantage and lethal IPV was rendered insignificant. That
collective efficacy effectively mediated the relationship between disadvantage and IPV is
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theoretically expected and further supports the notion that a social disorganization theoretical
framework applies to IPV. Conversely, Wright and Benson (2011) reported that despite the
other individual- and macro-level variables included in statistical analyses, concentrated
disadvantage exerted a strong and significant effect on IPV. These differences may be a function
of the type of IPV under investigation. Browning’s (2002) findings reflect the relationship
between disadvantage and lethal IPV, while Wright and Benson (2011) focused on non-lethal
IPV. Nevertheless, this further illustrates that the influence of concentrated disadvantage may be
conditional upon the type of IPV and the other individual- and macro-level variables controlled
for in the study.
(Table 1 About Here)

Ethnic heterogeneity
Referring to a neighborhood’s racial and ethnic composition, ethnic heterogeneity has
commonly been denoted as the concentration of immigrants in a neighborhood, given evidence
that much racial homogeneity exists in areas of concentrated disadvantage (Browning et al.,
2004; Gibson et al., 2010; Maimon & Browning, 2010; Morenoff et al., 2001). Immigrant
concentration has also been included, largely as a control variable, in studies of IPV. Our review
of the literature found seven articles that included measures immigrant concentration (see Table
1). Like other measures of social disorganization theory, there have been varying degrees of
measurements and proxies to address the concept. Some IPV researchers have followed
traditional measures of immigrant concentration and have operationalized it as the percentage of
Latino residents and the percentage of foreign born residents in an area (Browning, 2002;
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Lauritsen & White, 2001; Wright & Benson, 2010), while others have used indicators of
linguistic isolation (Pearlman et al., 2003).
Despite the various measures, research has largely suggested that immigrant
concentration is a non-significant predictor for both lethal (Browning, 2002; Frye et al., 2008;
Frye & Wilt, 2001) and non-lethal (Browning, 2002; Lauritsen & White, 2001) IPV. Recent
studies, however, have found evidence that immigrant concentration may be related to lower
neighborhood levels of partner violence. For instance, Wright and Benson (2010) attempted to
disentangle the interrelationships between concentrated immigration, social ties, and cultural
norms on IPV. They reported that concentrated immigration had a protective effect on violence
between partners - a finding contrary to the traditional expectations of social disorganization
theory, yet supportive of more recent research surrounding immigrant concentration and ordinary
street crime (Desmond & Kubrin, 2009; Lee et al., 2001; Martinez & Lee, 2000; Martinez et al.,
2004; Sampson et al., 2005). Similarly, Pearlman and colleagues (2003) reported that Hispanics
living in the most linguistically isolated areas were at a decreased risk for IPV. Diem and Pizarro
(2010) reported that social disorganization (measured by the percentage of homeowners, the
percentage of citizens not born in the US, and population density) was negatively associated with
intimate partner homicide, so that when social disorganization increased, rates of intimate partner
homicide decreased. Findings from these three studies support the recent notion that the unique
social ties and cultural norms brought with immigrants when they settle in American
neighborhoods may serve as protective factors against violence between intimate partners.

Residential stability
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Residential stability refers to the degree to which individuals in the community live in the
same residences over a consecutive period of time. Although originally postulated to be
negatively associated with crime, scholars have recently suggested that residential stability is
characteristic of concentrated disadvantage and social cultural isolation in many contemporary
urban areas, and thus may not necessarily provide protection from crime (Warner & Pierce,
1993; Wilson, 1987). Within the 11 studies of partner violence that included measures of
residential stability (see Table 1), it has been uniformly measured as the percentage of residents
living in their current households for five years or more (or five years or less when referring to
residential instability or mobility) (Benson et al., 2003; Browning, 2002; DeJong et al., 2011; Li
et al., 2010; Miles-Doan, 1998; Wooldredge & Thistlethwaite, 2003; Wright & Benson, 2010;
Wu, 2009) and the percentage or ratio of houses occupied by owners as opposed to renters
(Browning, 2002; Diem & Pizarro, 2010; Miles-Doan, 1998; O'Campo et al., 1995; Wright &
Benson, 2010).
Despite its relatively consistent measurement, results are mixed regarding the effect of
residential stability on IPV. Some scholars found that indicators of residential stability were
positively associated with IPV (Li et al., 2010; Wright & Benson, 2010), while others found null
effects (Browning, 2002; DeJong et al., 2011; Lauritsen & White, 2001; Miles-Doan, 1998;
O'Campo et al., 1995), and yet others reported a negative association with IPV (Diem & Pizarro,
2010). Still, some researchers reported that the effect of residential stability may be contingent
on the inclusion of other factors in statistical models (Benson et al., 2003). In a study of the
effects of neighborhood economic conditions and individual economic distress on IPV, Benson
and his colleagues (2003) found that while residential instability did not reduce the odds of IPV
independently, once other structural (i.e., concentrated disadvantage) and individual-level
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conditions (i.e., male drinking problem, female social support, male education, age, and race)
were controlled, residential turnover became significantly negatively associated with IPV.
Benson and colleagues’ (2003) findings have been supported by other scholars (Li et al., 2010;
Wright & Benson, 2010), yet these recent findings are counter-intuitive to the original
postulations put forth by social disorganization theory. It is plausible that the differential
measurements of residential stability may be producing the mixed results. Nevertheless, at best,
the mixed findings suggest that residential stability may be a fruitful area of examination, both as
a control variable and primary predictor, for future studies of partner violence.

Collective efficacy
Recall that collective efficacy refers to the degree of social cohesion among
neighborhood residents and their willingness to intervene on behalf of the common good of the
community (Sampson et al., 1997). It has most often been examined as a measure including a
five-item informal social control scale and a five-item social cohesion and trust scale (Sampson
et al., 1997) for studies examining general criminal offending and victimization (Morenoff et al.,
2001; Sampson et al., 1997). It has been used in only five studies of IPV with slight modification
(see Table 2). Some studies of partner violence have used only one of these aspects – either
informal social control or perceived social cohesion (Caetano et al., 2010; Frye et al., 2008).
Conversely, Browning (2002) and Wright and Benson (2011) utilized collective efficacy in its
original form. Wu’s (2009) measure was named “collective efficacy” but included percent
foreign born residents, percent linguistic isolation, and percent renters in community area. These
items have often been utilized in measures of immigrant concentration and residential instability,
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so it is plausible that this variable tapped into other structural constructs and not necessarily
collective efficacy.
Despite the measurement of collective efficacy, study findings have generally supported
the significant inhibitory effect of this neighborhood characteristic on IPV (Browning, 2002;
Caetano et al., 2010; Wright & Benson, 2011; Wu, 2009). Browning (2002) reported that
collective efficacy significantly reduced the likelihood of both non-lethal and lethal forms of
IPV. Wu (2009) also reported the protective effect of collective efficacy on intimate partner
homicide; however, it significantly predicted Asian intimate homicide, but not non-Asian
intimate homicide. Wu (2009) explained that Asians as a group are more dependent on the
protective capacity of a community than their non-Asian counterparts. The null findings for nonAsians may be due to the operationalization of collective efficacy and should be taken with
caution. Caetano and colleagues (2010) reported that social cohesion, but not social control,
significantly reduced male-perpetrated IPV. They also attempted to examine whether these
constructs mediated the relationship between poverty and IPV. They found that while social
cohesion as a measure of neighbor relations was important independently, neither it nor social
control mediated the relationship between structural characteristics and crime. Their findings
were supported by Wright and Benson (2011) who also found that while collective efficacy was
important, it became insignificant once disadvantage was included in statistical models. They
found, contrary to Browning (2002), that collective efficacy did not mediate the effect of
disadvantage on neighborhood IPV rates in Chicago (Wright & Benson, 2011).
Unlike the scholars noted above, Frye et al. (2008) found no relationship between IPV
and social cohesion. The null finding is partially expected given that some scholars (e.g.,
Sampson & Raudenbush, 1999) have speculated that because violence between partners occurs
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out of sight and is largely thought to be a private matter, neighborhood social processes such as
collective efficacy should not influence this variant of violence. Nevertheless, because other
studies reported the protective effect of collective efficacy, or variations of collective efficacy,
on IPV, studies that report different findings should be compared in order to better understand
their results. For example, both Browning (2002) and Wright and Benson (2011) examined nonlethal forms of IPV, using similar operationalizations of collective efficacy. While both studies
reported that collective efficacy reduced the likelihood of IPV, Wright and Benson (2011) noted
that collective efficacy became insignificant once concentrated disadvantage was accounted for
in statistical models. Conversely, Browning (2002) reported that collective efficacy was
independently a stronger predictor of IPV than disadvantage. These two studies differed in their
measurement of IPV, sample size, and modeling techniques – all factors that may have produced
differing results. These conflicting findings have led Wright and Benson to note that “the precise
impact of collective efficacy on IPV remains an open question” (2011, p. 793). Therefore,
although there appears to be preliminary evidence supporting the buffering effect of higher levels
of collective efficacy on neighborhood IPV, more research is needed to understand the
interrelationship between collective efficacy and disadvantage on partner violence.
(Table 2 About Here)

Social ties
Social ties between neighbors, which largely reflect residents’ local friendship networks
and attendance at recreational and community activities, was originally hypothesized to increase
the likelihood and effectiveness of neighborhood social control, thus lowering the likelihood of
neighborhood crime (Kasarda & Janowitz, 1974). Social ties can be measured at both the
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individual- and neighborhood-levels, but most studies of IPV have measured social ties and
social support as individual-level phenomena (e.g., Benson et al., 2003; Lanier & Maume, 2009;
Raghavan et al., 2006; Van Wyk et al., 2003). Table 2 provides information about the five
studies of IPV that include measures of social ties and social support. At the individual-level,
general support has been found for the influence of social ties on the likelihood and incidence of
IPV (Lanier & Maume, 2009; Raghavan et al., 2006; Van Wyk et al., 2003).
The type of social ties between residents, however, may differentially affect
criminological outcomes. In an ethnographic study of a primarily African American
neighborhood in Chicago, Pattillo (1998) reported that efforts for social control could be
undermined when social ties exist between law abiding residents and non-law abiding residents.
While Pattillo’s study was not specific to IPV, a similar finding was reported in an IPV study
using a measure of individual-level social ties. Raghavan et al.(2006) examined whether having
friends who had been in violent relationships was related to a woman’s risk of being a victim of
IPV. Raghavan and colleagues (2006) found that a woman’s likelihood of experiencing IPV was
positively related to the number of her female friends who had been in physically abusive
relationships themselves. Perhaps these women sought out other distressed individuals for social
support because of their similar circumstances, or perhaps violence in a woman’s network
existed before violence within her relationship began. Regardless, the results suggest that, as
with crime in general (Browning et al., 2004; Pattillo, 1998), simply having many social ties and
support providers does not necessarily equate to increased social control.
While the majority of studies have utilized an individualistic approach to explore social
ties, Wright and Benson (2010) employed neighborhood-level measures of social ties and social
support in their examination of IPV. Utilizing aggregate measures of social ties with friends and
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social ties with family on neighborhood prevalence rates of partner violence, they reported that
social ties appeared to be protective of IPV, but their effects were conditional on the type of
social tie examined. Wright and Benson (2010) reported that friendship ties served as a
protective factor against high prevalence rates of IPV in neighborhoods, yet family ties had no
significant influence. Further, friendship ties mediated the relationship between immigrant
concentration and IPV, providing additional evidence for the application of social
disorganization theory to partner violence, as well as the importance of including aggregate-level
social ties in studies of IPV. It is conceivable that more friendship ties increase the likelihood of
IPV being discovered and thus increase the odds of criminal justice or treatment responses being
administered (Wright & Benson, 2010). Conversely, it is plausible that family members may be
more likely to keep the discovery of IPV secret, so as not to cause undue shame or
embarrassment to the family (Wright & Benson, 2010). Because social ties have rarely been
examined in the aggregate to predict IPV, it is premature to say for certain why the measure of
family ties was not significantly related to IPV. Nonetheless, social ties appear to be an
important construct to consider when examining neighborhood influences on violence between
partners.

Cultural norms
Cultural norms refer to the common set of rules and values that govern a community
(Sampson & Wilson, 1995). Culture and cultural norms have received far less attention in tests
of social disorganization theory compared to other major tenets of the theory (Kubrin & Weitzer,
2003). Research on partner violence under the framework of social disorganization has also
followed this trend, with only three studies exploring the effects of culture and cultural norms on
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IPV (see Table 2). Within studies of IPV, cultural norms have been measured consistently,
mostly centering on whether or not violence in the family is acceptable or considered a private
issue (Browning, 2002; Koenig et al., 2006; Wright & Benson, 2010). The few studies which
have examined culture and IPV have produced similar findings: neighborhood cultural norms
that are accepting of violence are related to an increased likelihood of IPV within those
neighborhoods (Browning, 2002; Koenig et al., 2006; Wright & Benson, 2010). This trend,
however, may only be applicable for non-lethal forms of violence. Browning (2002) examined
both lethal and non-lethal forms of violence against women in intimate situations and reported
that attitudes about family violence were only significant and positively associated with nonlethal violence, suggesting that cultural norms may not influence the most severe types of
violence. While preliminary evidence thus far points toward the importance of cultural norms
and values for more fully understanding the neighborhood influence on partner violence,
additional research is needed to adequately address the topic.

Discussion
Researchers have begun to examine the influence of macro-level factors on partner
violence, with many grounding their examinations in social disorganization theory. The patterns
of results regarding neighborhood influences on IPV are at least partially consistent with the
expectations of social disorganization theory. In its original form, social disorganization theory
posited that concentrated disadvantage, ethnic heterogeneity, and residential instability would be
positively associated with neighborhood crime (Sampson & Groves, 1989; Sampson et al., 1997;
Sampson & Wilson, 1995; Shaw & McKay, 1942). Recent reformulations of the theory have
suggested that social intervening mechanisms, such as collective efficacy (e.g., Sampson et al.,
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1997), social ties (e.g., Bellair, 1997), and cultural norms (e.g., Sampson & Wilson, 1995;
Wilson, 1987) also exert independent effects on criminological outcomes.
Results from the studies identified here suggest a general consensus that neighborhood
factors do influence violence that occurs between partners. Consistent with theoretical
expectations, neighborhood disadvantage has directly and independently been associated with
increased violence between partners (Benson et al., 2003; Benson et al., 2004; Cunradi et al.,
2000; DeMaris et al., 2003; Diem & Pizarro, 2010; Fox & Benson, 2006; Lauritsen & White,
2001; Miles-Doan, 1998; O'Campo et al., 1995; Pearlman et al., 2003; Van Wyk et al., 2003;
Wooldredge & Thistlethwaite, 2003; Wright & Benson, 2010, 2011; Wu, 2009). The results of
the other structural features (e.g., immigrant concentration and residential instability) are less
convincing. There is some (albeit limited) evidence that immigrant concentration influences IPV
(Pearlman et al., 2003; Wright & Benson, 2010), although the effect is counter to original
theoretical expectations, but consistent with recent macro-level research on forms of “street”
crime (Desmond & Kubrin, 2009; Lee et al., 2001; Martinez & Lee, 2000; Martinez et al., 2004;
Sampson et al., 2005). Further, the evidence regarding residential stability and IPV is mixed and
it has yet to be examined as a main predictor (not simply as a control variable) of partner
violence.
Although there have been few studies examining the impact of the social intervening
mechanisms identified in social disorganization theory and partner violence, those which have
included them generally demonstrate results consistent with theoretical expectations. For
instance, the majority of studies examining collective efficacy have reported its protective nature
against violence between partners, regardless of the various methodologies which have been
used. Next, despite the fact that Wright and Benson (2010) have been the only scholars to
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examine social ties at the neighborhood level, their findings suggest that certain types of social
ties are significant predictors of IPV. In line with recent theoretical developments (e.g.,
Browning et al., 2004; Pattillo, 1998) regarding street crime, the effect of social ties may depend
on the type of relational tie or quality of social tie. Finally, while only three studies (Browning,
2002; Koenig et al., 2006; Wright & Benson, 2010) have examined cultural norms with respect
to IPV, they have consistently reported that cultural and social norms which promote the privacy
of family matters, such as fighting, are significant predictors of non-lethal IPV. Only one study
(Browning, 2002) has examined the relationship between cultural norms and lethal IPV and
reported a null effect, prematurely suggesting that the influence of cultural norms may be
conditional on the type of IPV examined. Nonetheless, while the results in this area suggest that
social processes related to collective efficacy, social ties, and culture are instrumental to
understand contextual influences on partner violence, more research in this area is needed in
order to yield more consistent findings.

Recommendations for methodology
There are several theoretical and methodological aspects that future research should
consider. For instance, the majority of the aforementioned studies sampled individuals in
populated and dense urban cities (e.g. Chicago). Far fewer rural and sub-urban areas have been
included in studies of IPV (e.g., Lanier & Maume, 2009). Perhaps this is because neighborhood
research has historically been interested in factors such as concentrated disadvantage and ethnic
composition, which are more likely found in cities. Still, poverty, disadvantage, ethnic diversity,
and other macro-level indicators of interest exist in rural and sub-urban areas. In fact, according
to the United States Department of Agriculture, in 2002, 14.2 percent of the rural population was
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considered poor, compared to 11.6 percent of the metro population (Economic Research Service,
2004). Future research should consider whether the contextual factors which impact IPV are the
same in these contexts versus urban areas.
Second, the majority of contextual research on IPV to date has also been cross-sectional,
which necessarily limits the examination of causal relationships. The neighborhood factors
discussed here, particularly the social intervening processes of collective efficacy, social ties, and
culture, are considered dynamic and can change over time. Ignoring the dynamic nature of these
factors may lead to erroneous conclusions regarding the influence of neighborhoods on partner
violence. As such, future research should attempt to employ longitudinal data when it is suitable
or possible.
Further, studies which include both individual- (e.g., age, race) and neighborhood-level
correlates (e.g., neighborhood disadvantage) must acknowledge potential autocorrelation
between individuals clustered within neighborhoods. That is, individuals in one neighborhood
are likely to be more similar to each other than they are to individuals in another neighborhood,
and this clustering effect can influence results if not addressed. Multi-level analyses have been
utilized to combat the problems of clustering and potential autocorrelation so as to account for
both individual and neighborhood influences on IPV separately (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002).
Few studies containing neighborhood measures, however, have actually utilized multi-level
analytic strategies such as hierarchical linear modeling (Raudenbush et al., 2004), and many
studies use pooled regression techniques instead. Until somewhat recently, such techniques were
acceptable, but HLM and other multi-level techniques are now considered the most appropriate
approaches for multi-level inquiries. As such, future research utilizing multi-level data would be
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well served to employ multi-level analytic techniques to avoid confounding the relationship
between individual and neighborhood influences on partner violence.
Next, the primary variables of interest included in studies have been somewhat limited or
at times inconsistently measured. For example, some researchers have measured collective
efficacy as the combination of social cohesion and informal social control (Browning, 2002;
Wright & Benson, 2011), while others have used the scales independently (Caetano et al., 2010;
Frye et al., 2008). Future research should consistently operationalize measures for better
comparisons and more accurate tests of social disorganization theory. It might also benefit
scholars to explore the utility of the neighborhood from the perspective of neighborhood
residents; that is, the aspects of the neighborhood that residents perceive to influence partner
violence (Burke et al., 2006; O'Campo et al., 2005). Research to date has only focused on the
perceptions of female residents, and would benefit from tapping into the perspectives of males in
the communities in order to better understand IPV. It may be important to understand from
residents’ own perspective how and why neighborhoods influence their behavior, as well as their
perceptions of the alternatives to violence they have at their disposal. Such an approach may
better inform future research in this area, beyond what is generalizable from quantitative
analyses.
Research should also expand upon various aspects of IPV. While perpetration of IPV has
most often been examined, there are varying degrees of severity of IPV perpetration, as well as
different forms of IPV perpetration. For instance, severe IPV is often categorized by actions
including hitting, beating up, threatening, choking, and using a knife or gun against an intimate
partner (see, e.g., Browning, 2002; Straus & Gelles, 1986, 1987; Wright & Benson, 2011). The
rationale for examining severe IPV compared to less severe forms (e.g., pushed, shoved) centers
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on the higher likelihood of injury sustained to the victim. The severity of violence inflicted has
often been tied to certain typologies of IPV. Scholars have identified two major typologies of
IPV: common couple violence (see, e.g., Feld & Straus, 1989; Stets & Straus, 1989; Straus et al.,
2006) and patriarchal/intimate terrorism (Johnson, 1995, 2006). Common couple violence
generally refers to gender-neutral violence perpetration and is illustrated by relatively minor
degrees of violence that occur when conflict “gets out of hand.” Conversely, patriarchal/intimate
terrorism generally refers to gendered violence in which males use tactics such as severe
violence, economic subordination, and threats to control their intimate partners (for a
comparison, see Johnson, 1995; Johnson, 2006). Research should examine the differences that
both individual- and neighborhood-level factors have on these distinct forms of IPV. For
instance, mutual partner violence and female-perpetrated violence (see Cunradi et al., 2000) may
be grounded under a common couple violence framework, yet may be influenced by different
factors. Differences in these two typologies have not been extensively examined within the
neighborhood context.
In addition, future research may consider examining neighborhood influences on
outcomes such as IPV re-abuse, poly-victimization, attitudes toward IPV, reporting IPV to
criminal justice agencies, and formal and informal responses to partner violence. While some
researchers have begun to address these issues (e.g., Cattaneo & Goodman, 2005; Frye, 2007;
Gracia & Herrero, 2007), they are far fewer in comparison to studies of the likelihood and
incidence rates of IPV. Similarly, qualitative work by O’Campo et al. (2005) and Burke et al.
(2006) has suggested that it might be fruitful to examine the relationship between neighborhood
characteristics and other outcomes, including the cessation of IPV. Expansion upon their findings
may have significant implications for the development of successful interventions. Studies
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should also examine different types of interpersonal victimization under the framework of social
disorganization. Some researchers have begun to examine other forms of interpersonal violence,
such as dating violence (e.g., Foshee et al., 2008; Jain et al., 2010; Spriggs et al., 2009) and child
maltreatment (see Freisthler, 2004) within neighborhoods, but the number of studies in these
areas is extremely limited.
Finally, future research should consider meta-analytic approaches to contribute to the
extant literature on this topic. Our study has laid the groundwork for such analyses by providing
a comprehensive overview of the literature surrounding IPV and its relationship to the contextual
characteristics of an area, as well as by identifying the differences in measurement and
methodology across studies. Meta-analytic approaches can provide a strong contribution to the
literature by statistically summarizing the studies and examining differences in effect sizes across
studies that could be in part due to the measurement or methodological inconsistencies we have
described in this review.

(Practice/Policy/Research About Here)

Conclusion and Implications
Compared to research conducted on individual predictors of IPV, studies examining
neighborhood effects are limited. Nevertheless, existing research suggests that the neighborhood
in which an individual lives is important for understanding IPV. It appears that neighborhoods
characterized by disadvantage, poverty, disorder, or norms approving of IPV have consistently
been found to be at higher “risk” for partner violence, while those characterized by collective
efficacy are more protected from such violence. As such, services for IPV prevention,
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intervention, and response should be strategically placed in the high risk areas. For instance,
domestic violence shelters, “safe zones,” access to counselors, safety officers, and safe places for
children of violent families should be located in such areas. Police officers who patrol these areas
and respond frequently to calls in such neighborhoods would benefit from extra training on how
to appropriately respond to partner violence. These officers should be well acquainted with the
service providers for domestic violence near disadvantaged areas so they can refer victims and
offenders to the appropriate services (Wright & Benson, 2011).
Regarding collective efficacy, practices which seek to build relationships and cohesion
between neighbors may help reduce violence. Community programs that engage residents in
neighborhood planning and decision-making and attempt to increase residents’ feelings of
belonging to or ownership of the community may build cohesion among residents and increase
the community’s capacity and involvement of residents (see Mazerolle et al., 2010). In this
regard, practices which encourage occasional interaction between residents may also help to
develop social ties within neighborhoods.
Overall, the extant literature suggests that the influence of neighborhoods is not limited to
ordinary street crime and should be considered when examining violence that occurs “behind
closed doors.” This review provides evidence that the study of IPV cannot be considered solely a
function of individual characteristics; rather, the prevalence and likelihood of IPV is influenced
both at the individual- and neighborhood-levels. While there is a significant gap in the literature,
there is promising evidence that researchers are beginning to address these issues and future
research should continue to utilize neighborhood factors in order to comprehensively understand
partner violence.
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